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‘Space invaders’: Are smartphones really transforming parents and
adolescents’ ways of communicating?
Marina  Everri  takes  a  closer  look  at  the  ways  in  which  smartphones
impact  family  life  in  Italy,  and whether  they  are  changing  the ways  in
which  parents  and  adolescents  interact.  Marina  is  a  Marie  Curie









Do smartphones help to reduce the digital divide?
Do smartphones give children more opportunities to develop internet skills?
Do children encounter more risks or opportunities when initiating and maintaining peer and family
relationships by using smartphones?
Research into mobile phones has only recently developed, so there is, as yet, no definitive answer
to  these questions. What emerges clearly  from  initial  findings, however,  is  that children’s use of








In  today’s  families’ domestic  life, smartphones can be considered as  ‘space  invaders’. They are
high­tech  handheld  objects,  physically  entering  a  domestic  space,  with  the  freedom  offered  by
portability, yet with the need for specific rules, such as where they should be located during family
mealtimes  or  children’s  homework  time.  Similarly,  they  have  invaded  psychological  and
interpersonal space,  interrupting  the  flow of  face­to­face  interactions, demanding quick decision­




In  2012,  I  interviewed  Italian  families with  children  aged  13–15  as  part  of  a  large multi­method
research project. Although the focus was not on digital media, participants (mainly parents) would
bring up issues to do with the internet and digital technology. They pointed out that smartphones,






after  two  o’clock  in  the  morning!  I  was  astonished:  I  remember  thinking  back  to  when  I  was
Cristina’s age and of all the times I had argued with my father about going out at night.
Another  exchange  struck  me:  the  mother  of  Marco,  a  very  shy  14­year­old  with  a  passion  for


















This  lets  us  suppose  that  either  (a)  children  have  started  feeling  the  ‘costs’  more  than  the
‘opportunities’  of  using  smartphones as  communicative affordances  to nurture and expand  their
relationships,  regretting  the  loss of a pre­technological era  (most  told me  that  they would prefer
not  to  own  a  smartphone),  or  (b)  parents  and  children  are  imbued  with  today’s  dominant
discourses  around  screen  mobile  devices  that  mainly  emphasise  risks,  providing  parents  with
recommendations,  based  on  a  rule­led  approach  rather  than  a  closer  examination  of  ‘local’
parents­children relational dynamics based on a context­led approach.





March 1st, 2017 | Around the world, Featured | 0 Comments
If  Italian  families  seem  to mainly  identify with  the negative aspects of  smartphones,  the actions
recently  taken  by  stakeholders  (e.g.  Telefono  Azzurro)  have  primarily  stressed  the  issue  of
‘protection  and  safety’.  These  are  undoubtedly  relevant  aspects,  but  confirm  a  negative
connotation.  A  complementary  focus  on  the  opportunities  offered  by mobile  connection  should
also  be  taken  into  consideration.  Parents  and  children  should  be  helped  in  developing  a more







Parents and children’s everyday practices with smartphones
Parental monitoring and mediation, including their meanings and goals
Strategies and resources that both parents and children can use to deal with the smartphones (‘space
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